SIR -Your Special Report "The 1918 flu virus is resurrected" (Nature 437, 794-795; 2005) , on the debate surrounding the recreation of the 1918 (Spanish) human influenza virus, focuses solely on the question of publication, giving little attention to the possibility of regulating potentially harmful experiments before they are started.
A key element of co-operative security is trust and confidence. Only a high level of transparency will enable nations to judge others' intentions correctly, act to discourage unfounded suspicion and build confidence in compliance with arms-control treaties.
Withholding critical information on dualuse research would undermine arms-control efforts. Once a research project has been conducted, it should be published in full. The preferred option for research where potential risks are considered to outweigh potential benefits is to stop the research before it even starts. Both the UK Royal Society and the US National Academy of Sciences have proposed a systematic review of scientific research proposals before work starts, but this approach is entirely neglected in the debate about the Spanish flu virus. The consequences of this project could, and should, have been assessed ten years ago or at any time since.
Another shortcoming of the current debate is the lack of a systematic approach to risk-benefit analysis. Any intervention in the scientific process should be based on a scientifically sound assessment of both risks and benefits. Criteria to assess the potential misuse of dual-use research include its military usefulness and the level of technical expertise needed to apply this knowledge for malign purposes, taking into account a variety of potential actors. The availability of risk-management tools, such as effective arms-control measures, is also an important factor in risk assessment.
Although most commentators agree that the misuse potential of the Spanish-flu work is comparatively high, it seems that the objective assessment of benefits is the more contentious part of the equation.
Your Special Report claims that the Spanish-flu work increases understanding of virulence and pathogenicity factors, and might contribute to identifying the next pandemic strain or developing appropriate drugs. These general statements hold true for most biomedical research projects. But generalities contribute little to a systematic risk-benefit analysis, which should include an assessment of the importance of the research in a health and humanitarian context, whether alternative research avenues are available and the added value of any particular experimental approach.
Influenza pandemics are an important 172-182; 2005) , but the evidence is contradictory.
As The CSIRO Total Wellbeing Diet was for a general readership and covered a range of topics, we did not report an extensive review of the literature on high-protein diets. Our own work has focused not just on reduction of body fat but on reduction of lipids, glucose, insulin and blood pressure and minimization of lean-tissue loss. In our opinion, the highprotein, moderate-carbohydrate approach is superior in all these respects. We do not agree with the view reported in your News story ("Diet book attacked for its high-protein advice" Nature 438, 1060; 2005) that the CSIRO diet could lead to more breast cancer and prostate cancer.
You discuss the support we receive from the Australian meat and dairy industries. These industries funded two out of the five weight-loss studies we have performed with this protocol. These protocols were investigator-devised and controlled; the funding bodies had no input into the reports and papers. Certainly they capitalized on the positive results, as is their right. The female figure on the far right with an elaborate white dress represents Saint Elisabeth of Thuringia, a thirteenth-century Hungarian princess who was one of the earliest known founders of a hospital in Europe. She stands next to Mary Magdalene, and is carrying a vase of myrrh, a symbol of healing, which I believe symbolizes the early nursing sciences.
Peter Clifton
On the far end of the left panel is Saint Anthony the Abbot, founder of the first monastic orders, which ran all hospitals at the time. Next to him, carrying a lance, stands Saint Thomas Didymus ("Doubting Thomas"), who was renowned for his insistence on evidential proof.
These saints made excellent icons for the Renaissance healthcare professionals: doctors, friars and nurses. They are portrayed by van der Goes as equal, in size and importance, to Mary and Joseph and at least twice as large as the donors pictured below.
